
SRA:
This is how some high-rises developed under the Slum Redevelopment 
Authority scheme look after 10 years.
Is this development?

learning from Dharavi
_Matias Echanove & Rahul Srivastava (URBZ)

We Know Nothing: Whatever we think we 
know about Dharavi is probably wrong. We can 
only learn by interacting, acting and becoming 
insiders. In the process we learn about urban 
development at large.  

Not a Number: Demographic surveys and 
enumerations lie. They cannot possibly tell the 
truth about the number of people coming, 
going, living, working, renting, subletting and 
encroaching. Dharavi can only be grasped on the 
ground and in real-time.

Not United: Dharavi is a collection of 
neighbourhoods, each with their own 
specialities, languages, activities, festivals, 
rituals and aspirations. Each follows its own 
organisational logic.

Not Poor: Dharavi is an Indian success story. It is 
full of opportunities. It doesn’t matter how small 
one starts, as long as one is allowed to fulfill 
one’s potential. That’s what Dharavi has meant 
for hundreds of thousands of people. It has 
weakened caste identities and made a success 
of social emancipation beyond rhetoric and 
doublespeak. 

Artisanal: Dharavi strives on artisanal energy. 
A house is an object like any other. To build 
one you need knowhow and materials. Dharavi 
is not an architect’s city by any means and yet 
architects are fascinated by it. 

Do it Yourself (or Perish): Landing up in 
Dharavi means having a foot in India’s wealthiest 
city. Migrants to the city either make the most 
out of it, sometimes reaching all the way to the 
top or they fail and lose their foot.
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Cluster of Tool-houses: In Dharavi virtually 
every home doubles up as a productive space. 
A tool-house emerges when every wall, nook & 
corner becomes an extension of the tools of the 
trade of its inhabitant. When the furnace & the 
cooking hearth exchange roles & when sleeping 
competes with warehouse space.

Incremental: Dharavi’s history can be read 
through its streets, they are like the lines of 
a palm. It reveals a history of incremental 
development configured through the biography 
of each migrant, family, or community that ever 
moved in.

In-formation (not informal): Dharavi’s 
neighbourhoods have their own internal logic, 
organisation and dynamics. They are constantly 
in-formation, that is, they follow a clear 
developmental trajectory (which is not chaotic 
or anarchic) while being connected to the city in 
every possible way. 

Mangrove Forest: Architecture, social 
networks, and economic activity are irremediably 
enmeshed, like the roots and branches of 
a mangrove. Destroy one and you destroy 
the others. Let one grow, and you develop 
everything.

Forest Economy: Like all jungles, Dharavi is full 
of resources for those who know how to hunt 
& gather. Dharavi is a knowledge & skill based 
economy.

Density is Wealth: If there are enough people 
passing by, (and there always are)  you’ll always 
be able to sell something to someone. Density 
means opportunities and Dharavi is ‘Super 
Dense.’

Everything = K: Space is capital, human energy 
is capital. Family, neighbours and community 
members are capital. Capitalise and maximise 
whatever you’ve got that is Dharavi’s byline.

STREETLIFE:
Before we “redevelop” Dharavi we should know what will be lost in 
the process. Once gone it will never come back and it will be an 
enormous loss for Mumbai. Dharavi is developing all the time. It can 
be retrofitted.
Most of the infrastructure is already there.
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TOOLHOUSE:
Dharavi is a neighborhood in constant formation.
It has its logic and organisational principles. 

My Sweat Shop: Dharavi is the libertarian 
version of totalitarian Chinese sweatshops; it 
produces just as much and just as well through 
a decentralised web of producers. It is equally 
exploitative but allows more individual mobility 
and initiative that a sweatshop ever will.

Live/Work or Leave Work: Work at home if you 
can afford it. If you can’t then live at work. Either 
way no space can have just one function, unless 
it is sacred space. Gods and spirits need some 
privacy.

Intimate with Neighbours: Intimacy means 
everyone knows everyone else’s life. You are 
intimate with your neighbors for better and 
worse.

Hell is Other People: Hell is other people and 
Dharavi is loaded with other people from all over 
India. The relations can be tense but they are 
(usually) without violence. At the end the bazaar 
keeps the goodwill flowing.

Fractal Social Fractures: In Dharavi you find 
refuge in your community and family only to find 
out that they are a fractal image of whatever 
lays outside them. Social networks are not 
smooth. Dealing with them only means more 
creative and pragmatic solutions rather than the 
bourgeois sense of detachment, correctness and 
consensus.

Mess is More: Neighbourhoods that look messy 
and backward at first sight are often complex, 
dynamic and resolutely contemporary. Dharavi 
shares its history of incremental development, 
it has a low-rise high-density typology and 
labyrinthine street patterns with many other 
Asian neighbourhoods.

Charm: Some say it has the appeal of European 
old towns. Yes, the very same “romantic” old 
towns that we all love. Not too much of a stretch 
of the imagination if you look hard at the older, 
village like neighbourhoods.
After all did European old towns look as pretty 
before they were retrofitted, when they still had 
open sewage systems?
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The Village Inside: Dharavi is made of the same 
urban fabric that can be found in many artisan 
villages and smalls town in India, just much 
more of it is all jam-packed together. Scratch the 
surface and you’ll see the village emerge in all 
kind of ways.

Invisible Ties: Dharavi’s biggest strength in 
tangible terms is community/caste ties. Shrines 
and sacred spaces in Dharavi indicate old 
cultural trajectories and support systems.

Dharavi Development Project: Dharavi is 
already developed, it doesn’t need to be 
redeveloped. It simply needs the same add-on 
civic infrastructure that is available in any other 
part of the city. “Re-developing” Dharavi means 
stopping its on-going development and the 
development of the residents.

Alternative is Mainstream: Alternative 
master plans for Dharavi are expressions of the 
irrepressible will of their authors to intervene, at 
all cost. Master planning means killing Dharavi.  

What’s to be Done then? : Support its existing 
growth patterns. Facilitate the residents in their 
desire to connect to the main urban grids of 
sewage, water, electricity and roads. Stop using 
self-righteous legalistic notions of ownership 
that would actually dissolve (even) the rest of the 
city’s existing property relations if applied strictly. 
Give Dharavi the same liberties as we give other 
neighbourhoods. In five years, it would have 
improved significantly as a civic space and its 
productivity would have increased manifold.

USER GENERATED CITY:
URBZ is a research, action collective operating from Dharavi.
urbz.net
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